“Meaningful Meal”

******************************************************************************************* 

Preparation: Important!  These instructions need to be read or handed out at the meeting before the Meaningful Meal Session.  At the next meeting, you are requested to bring with you a food that has some meaningful connection to your life.  It could be your favorite food when you were young, blueberries in remembrance of a time you picked blueberries or perhaps a “comfort food” you eat when you are down.  Please bring enough of your meaningful food so that everyone in your covenant circle can receive a portion.

There should be a quick sharing in the covenant circle about dietary restrictions of the members the meeting prior.  It is okay to bring a food that not everyone can eat, but try to bring some kind of alternative for those who will not be able to eat your food.

Before the “Meaningful Food” meeting please check in with the host/hostess to inform them of what you are bringing so they can plan the order of serving.  You should also let them know what preparation you might need to do at their home such as warming something in the oven.

Be prepared to share with others in your circle about why this particular food is meaningful to you.

 ****************************************************************************************

Chalice Lighting:

 
Opening Words: At mealtimes in Soto Zen monasteries, monks and laypeople chant: "Seventy-two labors brought us this food. We should know how it comes to us." The number seventy-two refers to the posts within the monastery, including those of abbot, administrators, cook, etc. Simultaneously, the number represents all efforts that contribute to life inside and outside of the monastery, past or present. This little chant expresses appreciation for benefits being received, and dedicates the merit generated by their use back out into the world.
          Abbess Koei Hoshino practices shojin cooking, a method of cooking vegetarian food developed by Zen monks and nuns to aid their spiritual practice. The word "shojin" is composed of the Chinese characters for "spirit" and "to prepare." The tradition includes not only the immediate preparation of food in a mindful way, but every aspect of the process from the cultivation of plants to placing the food on the table. Perhaps you can use this method as you prepare food to become more mindful in and out of the kitchen.

 
      
Check-in:  
 
Sharing the Meal: in an order determined by the host/ess the one bringing that dish serves each dish.  When everyone has been served, the server introduces the dish in the form, “I offer this food in gratitude for (or ‘in memory of’) (or ‘in celebration of’) (or other variation of this form) [insert the memory, event or basis which makes this food meaningful in your life]”   For example, “I offer these Cinnamon Rolls in memory of my Grandmother who always got up early in the mornings on weekends when I would visit her and had them fresh from the oven when I would wake up.”  After the dish is introduced, everyone is welcome to consume the dish and depending on the norms of the covenant circle, respond to the food and/or the introduction.  Repeat for each dish. 
 
Questions for Additional Sharing 

 
1. There are many historic, cultural and religious traditions around meals  (e.g. The Last Supper, Thanksgiving, Seder or a Pagan Feast).  What are the traditions in your life around food?
2. How does food fit into your life?  Are you always eating on the run?  Do you prepare and eat your meals in the shojin manner described above?  Do you eat alone or are your meal synchronized with others?
3. Are their dietary challenges in you life, whether driven by health or ethical concerns?  What do you need from those around you in order to be successful in eating or drinking what is best for you?
4. What is the importance of food and/or beverages at your congregation?  Do you believe there are improvements, which might be made in the way food and drink, fit into your congregation?  Are their changes in the traditions around food or new traditions, which would strengthen the community?  Does your congregation feed the greater community?
 
Closing Words:  As I stir the soup it occurs to me how much more cooperative vegetables are than people, especially when it comes to blending together and creating a whole. Vegetables cooperate into soup, people together was another story entirely although here in Buddha's kitchen we all at least try to get along, to work together, cooperate like vegetables in the soup. Carrots don't swim to the surface saying, "Look, look. I'm a carrot, I'm the most important thing in the soup." It just adds flavor and nourishment to the stock. Nor does mushroom-barley soup strut around saying that it tastes better than yesterday's yaki-soba. People could learn a lot from vegetables, from being part of the soup.
From In Buddha's Kitchen
 
 
Extinguish the Chalice
 
Alternate Words for Opening/Closing/Discussion

Adolf Hitler was a vegetarian; the Dalai Lama, the embodiment of compassion, eats meat by his doctors’ orders. Clearly, there’s more to mind than what is put into the mouth: yet, as long as food remains a fundamental part of life, these choices are a proper focus of spiritual awareness. Every bite of macaroni contains choices about culture, history, meaning- even the “Nutrition Facts” listed on every noodle box have resonances for us that spread as far as asceticism, sin, compassion, the place of science in our beliefs, and the importance of supporting one’s own well-being along with that of others. So what should a person eat?

Kate Wheeler, Tricycle: The Buddhist Review, Vol. IV, #2.

I once heard a story about a visit to heaven and hell. In both places the visitor saw many people seated at a table on which many delicious foods were laid out. In both places chopsticks over a meter long were tied to their right hands, while their left hands were tied to the chairs.

In hell, however much they stretched out their arms, the chopsticks were too long to get food into their mouths. They grew impatient and got their hands and chopsticks tangled with one another’s. The delicacies were scattered here and there.

In heaven, on the other hand, people happily used the long chopsticks to pick out someone else’s favorite food and feed it to him, and in turn, were fed by others. They all enjoyed their meal in harmony.

Shundo Aoyama

“For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, a stranger and you welcomed me, naked and you clothed me, ill and you cared for me, in prison and you visited me.” ~ Matthew 25:35-36 

“When we develop reverence for food and the miracle of transformation inherent in it, just the simple act of eating creates a ritual of celebration.” ~ Deepak Chopra

Possible social action/social justice readings:

“When I give food to the poor they call me a saint. When I ask why the poor have no food, they call me a communist.”   Archbishop Dom Helder Camara of
Brazil.

The bread which you do not use is the bread of the hungry. The garment hanging in your wardrobe is the garment of the one who is naked. The shoes that you do not wear are the shoes of the one who is barefoot. The money you keep locked away is the money of the poor. The acts of charity you do not perform are so much injustices you commit. 

Saint Basil the Great 

“Every time we sit at a table at night or in the morning to enjoy the fruits and grain and vegetables from our good earth, remember that they come from the work of men and women and children who have been exploited for generations…” Cesar Chavez

“When the man who feeds the world by toiling in the fields is himself deprived of the basic rights of feeding, sheltering and caring for his own family, the whole community of man is sick.” Cesar Chavez
“It is ironic that those who till the soil, cultivate and harvest the fruits, vegetables, and other foods that fill your tables with abundance have nothing left for themselves.” Cesar Chavez

 Hospitality usually involves eating (you saw that coming). In part, this is an expression of our basic equality and the fact that we all have basic needs. We share a common humanity, so that the differences of rich and poor, black and white, young and old, brown and yellow, male and female are not wiped out but placed in a wider context of need and humanity and joy of relating.

"It is also true that many people in our world are hungry. To be sure, we are confronted with the hungry and homeless in our cities and towns, but it is helpful for us to see in them the wider face of world hunger. Eating with and feeding people is urgent for those without adequate food. As my friend Ed Loring, who works at the Open Door in Atlanta, likes to say, 'Justice is important, but supper is essential.' The fact of world hunger at home and abroad is on the agenda of every Christian church, as it should be. Besides the command to 'Feed the hungry,' the need to eat reminds us of the communal nature of the lives we share with all other species, including our own. Many claim that insuring that all people are adequately fed, clothed, and sheltered should be on the top of the agenda of every nation as well as every church. Practicing hospitality is a matter of justice as well as of love. (Shannon Jung)

When my sons and I worked at the Dorothy Day House in Minnesota, it was important for us not just to bring or prepare the food. We needed to involve the 'guests' in the preparation and also to eat with and visit with the guests as we ate. To have remained withdrawn would be to practice a hospitality of the distanced — which is almost an oxymoron. This was no doubt the most difficult part of the experience because we didn't know what to expect. Most important, we didn't know whether the guests would accept us. We were in the position of being vulnerable, just as they were. Actually we are all interdependent all the time (in far less vulnerable and material ways than the homeless, to be sure), and it is helpful for us to experience it. (Shannon Jung)

Eating for Peace by Thich Nhat Hanh
A talk by the Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh on Mindful Consumption 

All things need food to be alive and to grow, including our love or our hate. Love is a living thing, hate is a living thing. If you do not nourish your love, it will die. If you cut the source of nutriment for your violence, your violence will also die. That is why the path shown by the Buddha is the path of mindful consumption.

The Buddha told the following story. There was a couple who wanted to cross the desert to go to another country in order to seek freedom. They brought with them their little boy and a quantity of food and water. But they did not calculate well, and that is why halfway through the desert they ran out of food, and they knew that they were going to die. So after a lot of anguish, they decided to eat the little boy so that they could survive and go to the other country, and that's what they did. And every time they ate a piece of flesh from their son, they cried.

The Buddha asked his monks, "My dear friends: Do you think that the couple enjoyed eating the flesh of their son?" The Buddha said, "It is impossible to enjoy eating the flesh of our son. If you do not eat mindfully, you are eating the flesh of your son and daughter, you are eating the flesh of your parent."

If we look deeply, we will see that eating can be extremely violent. UNESCO tells us that every day, forty thousand children in the world die because of a lack of nutrition, of food. Every day, forty thousand children. And the amount of grain that we grow in the West is mostly used to feed our cattle. Eighty percent of the corn grown in this country is to feed the cattle to make meat. Ninety-five percent of the oats produced in this country is not for us to eat, but for the animals raised for food. According to this recent report that we received of all the agricultural land in the US, eighty-seven percent is used to raise animals for food. That is forty-five percent of the total land mass in the US.

More than half of all the water consumed in the US whole purpose is to raise animals for food. It takes 2500 gallons of water to produce a pound of meat, but only 25 gallons to produce a pound of wheat. A totally vegetarian diet requires 300 gallons of water per day, while a meat-eating diet requires more than 4000 gallons of water per day.

Raising animals for food causes more water pollution than any other industry in the US because animals raised for food produce one hundred thirty times the excrement of the entire human population. It means 87,000 pounds per second. Much of the waste from factory farms and slaughter houses flows into streams and rivers, contaminating water sources.

Each vegetarian can save one acre of trees per year. More than 260 million acres of US forests have been cleared to grow crops to feed animals raised for meat. And another acre of trees disappears every eight seconds. The tropical rain forests are also being destroyed to create grazing land for cattle.

In the US, animals raised for food are fed more than eighty percent of the corn we grow and more than ninety-five percent of the oats. We are eating our country, we are eating our earth, we are eating our children. And I have learned that more than half the people in this country overeat.

Mindful eating can help maintain compassion within our heart. A person without compassion cannot be happy, cannot relate to other human beings and to other living beings. And eating the flesh of our own son is what is going on in the world, because we do not practice mindful eating.

The Buddha spoke about the second kind of food that we consume every day -- sense impressions -- the kind of food that we take in by the way of the eyes, the ears, the tongue, the body, and the mind. When we read a magazine, we consume. When you watch television, you consume. When you listen to a conversation, you consume. And these items can be highly toxic. There may be a lot of poisons, like craving, like violence, like anger, and despair. We allow ourselves to be intoxicated by what we consume in terms of sense impressions. We allow our children to intoxicate themselves because of these products. That is why it is very important to look deeply into our ill-being, into the nature of our ill-being, in order to recognize the sources of nutriment we have used to bring it into us and into our society.

The Buddha had this to say: "What has come to be - if you know how to look deeply into its nature and identify its source of nutriment, you are already on the path of emancipation." What has come to be is our illness, our ill-being, our suffering, our violence, our despair. And if you practice looking
deeply, meditation, you'll be able to identify the sources of nutriments, of food, that has brought it into us.

Therefore the whole nation has to practice looking deeply into the nature of what we consume every day. And consuming mindfully is the only way to protect our nation, ourselves, and our society. We have to learn how to consume mindfully as a family, as a city, as a nation. We have to learn what to produce and what not to produce in order to provide our people with only the items that are nourishing and healing. We have to refrain from producing the kinds of items that bring war and despair into our body, into our consciousness, and into the collective body and consciousness of our nation, our society. And Congress has to practice that. We have elected members of the Congress. We expect them to practice deeply, listening to the suffering of the people, to the real causes of that suffering, and to make the kind of laws that can protect us from self-destruction. And America is great. I have the conviction that you can do it and help the world. You can offer the world wisdom, mindfulness, and compassion.

Nowadays I enjoy places where people do not smoke. There are nonsmoking flights that you can enjoy. Ten years ago they did not exist, nonsmoking flights. And in America on every box of cigarettes there is the message: "Beware: Smoking can be hazardous to your health." That is a bell of mindfulness. That is the practice of mindful consumption. You do not say that you are practicing mindfulness, but you are really practicing mindfulness. Mindfulness of smoking is what allowed you to see that smoking is not healthy.

In America, people are very aware of the food they eat. They want every package of food to be labeled so that they can know what is in it. They don't want to eat the kind of food that will bring toxins and poisons into their bodies. This is the practice of mindful eating.

But we can go further. We can do better, as parents, as teachers, as artists and as politicians. If you are a teacher, you can contribute a lot in awakening people of the need for mindful consumption, because that is the way to real emancipation. If you are a journalist, you have the means to educate people, to wake people up to the nature of our situation. Every one of us can transform himself or herself into a bodhisattva doing the work of awakening. Because only awakening can help us to stop the course we are taking, the course of destruction. Then we will know in which direction we should go to make the earth a safe place for us, for our children, and for their children. 
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